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COMPARISON'OF THE THEORETICAL CONSTRUCTS OF PIAGET AXD KEPHART 
^ by Barry Wadsworth- 

When I was in graduate school I became interested in Piaget's v;ork. 
'It -seemed to me to be' important and something that educators needed to look 
at» After I felt I understood ■ Piaget ' s writing enough, I began thinking 
abouL^ applying. Piagetian ideas in the classroom and found this very difficult. 
The application of his ideas was unclear to me. My first job after graduate 
school was at the University of Colorado. During that first yoa^r/i"^ h^ard 
Kephart speak to a group of educators. This was my first contact with hi.s 
ideas. My icnmediate Impression was that ^much of what Kephart reported he 
was doing in his clinic in Fort Collins, Colorado, and hi§ th-cior o t ica 1 
rationale was consistent with Piagetian ideas. Kephart see. nod to be doing 
what Piaget was talking about.. (Wadsworth, 1971)" 

While I will deal primarily with the similarities that exist between t'he 
theoretical interests of the two men, first a difference. ' Piaget has been a 
theoretician primarily interested in how knowledge is acquired and not directly 
concerned with educational issueSo Kephart, on the other hand, has been, in 
the past 15 years, primar^y a clinician working with children with learning 
problems. Piaget's work hJ^ been entirely developmental. 'Kephart, while 
having to be ecclectic in practice, as all therapists in learning disabilities 
must (or should be), was fundamentally a developme nta 1 is t . 

■ « 

Organization and Adaptation 

^ Piaget views intellectual development or cognitive development as 
processes of organization ^nd adaptation . Kephart *S conceptualizations 
were essentially the same. Both men, in talking of organization were de- 
scribing a neurological system. For' both, the development of neurological 
structures proceeds in an orderly, sequential, and integrat ive manner. 
Piaget spoke of assimilation and ' accomm odation as the processes that produced 
neurological or structural change (schemata)^ 

Piaget describes four sequential stages of development he calls the: 
censor 1-motor ; preoperational; concrete operational; and formal operational. 
The stages are not seen as being discrete. Development is seen as being 
continuous. The use of stages is in large part a convenience to help one 
^conceptualize development. Kephart also outlines a series cf Sc-quential 
^ages that deve^lopment normally proceeds through^ These he calls the: 
mikor-perceptual ; perceptual; per ceptual- conceptua 1 ; conceptual; and conceptual- 
pe^^ptuaL.^ 'Kephart 's organization can be seen as parallel to Piaget's 
.(^ee\Figure'' 1) . i ^. 
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. Figure 1 
Sxtages of Development 
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Clear-ly, Kephai;d.*s bas^c theoretical formulations are deve lopr.enta 1 . 

, . ' • ■ \ ■ 

/,dap ta t ion , ^ « . 

■ 

Piagec conceived of cognitive development as a forn of adapta t ion in 
•the biologiakb sense. ; DevelopmeuL proceeds when and if the environment 
deman^ it^yalnd if the development has adaptive value to the chi Id* B iolog ical ly , 
eating has Captive v^lue. Similarly, organizing oneself riotoxically (i.e^ 
learning bo sa^^ ' I R q ^ -t , reach, grasp, manipulate, crawl) permits one to operate 
more effectively on tTie environment. -Thus, spoken language nas adaptive value 
from the first word mastered, v;hile reading typically has 1 i 1 1 le <ada p t ive 
Value until one reads "a lot." ^ • . 
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Kephart's conception v;as similar, though I donf't recall him using the word 
adapfatibn. . He sa^d (Kcphart , 197.^1 "We live in an orderly universe. Because 
v;e live in an orderly universe, the iiij_ivc'rse is going to present the child with 
things that belong together contiguously in space and tine-. The universe will . 
do it if we don ''t interfereu" Thus, Kcphart clearly conceived of development- 
as a for:.! of adaptation. ' . . ' 

In addition, Kephart^s concept of veridical ity relates to the notion of - 
adaptatiun. He differentiates between \^eridical learnings and valid learnings. 
Veridical learnings a^c tlu;sti \hat are true in terms of the 'i^asic physical laws 
cH .the ufti\verse. Valid learnings are true by social agreem&nt. Thus gravity 
i L> a veridical conccpto is locomotion and communication. On the other hand, 
using a fori: and reading are valid concepts. Kephart insisted thai!- valid 
Learnings, the more genera 1 izeab le , were the most desira'^K* v.'ith respect to 
de'.'c 1 (jpr t . / 



I. PLat.'/jt has been c'ccuscd of^ being both an env i ronr.e a ta 1 i s t a nd a ma tura t ionist . 
He* is neither, but is an " in t era c t ion is t ", in t;hat he belie'/es the intertict ion of 
na t uro L i'-^n , l*x pt- r ii'n cc (acti^m on the urjv ircMiment ) , social experience, and 
cquilibriu-i is necessary. All. four factors are necessary bit none alone is 
S i: f t i c L c M L o insure de. v e i o'pme n t . 



•* In training, Kephart insisted that while we frequently :.:u5t starfwlth 
teaching children valid concepts, we -should always lead the^'. to and end up 
with teaching veridical concepts 'The teaching of valid ccncjepts should onJ.y 
be a means to t^e teaching of veridical coftcepts. In Anerica-^ education it • * 
appears that these priorities are typically reversed. 

Real ity 

Kepharvt and Riaget vj.ew the child's reality a?; a cons trj ct ion . That is, 
^ the child, in the process of organic ing^ and adopting c onV :ru ctft the \;orld 

around himself. The organization is created by the child. r'::^ chllti does not 
^\ absor> an external ready-made structure (a- la-Behav ior isni) , ^uc creates the 
\structure. The similarity in different children's structure:^ is insured by 
\the ''orderly universe." 

E^xly Development 1 

. Both men assert that development during the early years c: life, including' 
the first year, is .the basis for all other development and learning. That is, 
the quality of motor and. sensory development places constraints on later de- 
ve^lo^pment of reasoning", thought processes, etc.. Piaget has alerted us to the 
faet Xthat inteTLectual deve'lopment starts, at birth (or bef ',re) and tr^at the. 
child'^s motor problem solving during the first year, (days) of life is indeed 
intellectual activity, even if it is not abstr^ict; 

tx^JO of Kephart's most creative coc^cepit ions are those of kines the t ic 
awareness and the^ per ceptual-motor match . While the concept of kinesthetic 
awareness has been around a long time, Kephart is responsible, along with 
others, for making us aware of its singular importance in control of movement. 
Kephart has shown us kines'^t he t ic awareness is a devel opir.en ta 1 phenoraenon, and 
a teacher should not assume it develops automatically. In addition, he has worked 
a rationale and methodolpgy f or ' remedia t ion of insufficient kinesthetic awareness. 

Kephart''s concept of the per cep tua 1 - mo tor match is one vay of conceptual- 
'izing how the- sensory systems become organized -so one can process sensory 
information. His notion, briefly^ stated, is that the motor (and kinesthetic) 
system is the first sensory aver>u^ to develop (uut of reflexes) and become 
capable of "meaningfuT' reception of stimuli. After sorr.e stabUity of motor 
concepts, the child begins to "match" what he sees v;ith*v.-ha: he feels (the motor). 
With time and activity, the matching process gradually results in a transfer of 
"motor meiining" or organi?:a t ion to the visual system. E'. c ;^ t i 1 y the child is 
fidwii ,capab ic of processing visual information v;ithc^ut rel\c^^^t; on not'jr informa- 
tion. A similar matching of the auditory to the .notor occir:.. Thus, the 
^importance of motor development fpr Kephart is, clear^ 

' Space and Time 

I^oth Piaget and Kephart saw early dove lop'iient as a p.r:'.ji -s' ::*asLoring 
space and time. For both, all behavior is both spatial ciic Lv-pori;l. Piaget ^ \ 
indicates the importance of the two dimensions in his bo^k^-. 1 :.e Of i^. ins of 
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of Incel 1 Lgencc (1952), Th-^ Chiig'-.s ConcepL iori of Syic^ (1556), and The • 
Child's Conception of Ti::^'e (Ky-yu). Kephart devotes chapters to both space 
and L i:.ne in The Slow Learner in the Classroc^n (1971,b). 



Act iv it V 



Piaget sees the key to intellectual development as tb.u act ions of 
child on objects,, events (exp^ei&ience) / and people (social interaction) 
his environment." In the early years, this means ,ict 1 r 
a nd other s e n s o r y exploration o f ub j e c t s , etc.. ? i a t : 'r ^ 
that you caanot teach concepts verbally; that concvi^K c^--^\.: 
based on t'he actUM^:' of Lne childc D^.vc lopment that ii 
activity '(lecture s ) a nd o ' ' e r w t inn ( o f demons t r a t i c : i ) i r ■ 
child ^' vc,'*! vcs a cot>cepl .u" luuabers by acting; c;^ arrav.-> 
concepts are not inh-.»r':'";t in the objecti-., but-^'U'i^ create^. ;* 
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Ke p ha r t ^p laces a sir-.ilar value On the acti- ity 
"In ear^y childhood, rvtital and physical a c t i*/ i t. ie ^ 
motor a^rtivities play a :najor role in intel lect. uc? 1 Cr'vcl' 
logicaT^to as.-june that all behavior is basicallv r^oLor, 
of any l;ind of behavior are muscular and motor re ^ pv- nses » . 
p. 79). Kephart su^'.^^sts that-tl-ie most irni^ortant lear-^.l'\; 
c^ildhvjod are: balance and posture', locomotion, contact., ^ 
propulsion, 'These learnings can evolve only as the child 
on the environment. 
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Menta 1 Structures 

Pi-a'get describes the 
Schemata , Schemata are t 
flecte»d in the responses 
assimilates and accommodt) 
are thou>;hL to be the p.-^y 
processes, 

Kephart describes th 
^^,enK'ra 1 iz:\ t i on ^ 'Generali 
whicii bL'C(j!'^e -in or^;ani/at 
?,eiu' ra 1 i :a t ions vliic'n p r 
p a 1 1 r n • or s l^v i 11 s as op I 
exa.MpK- oi a gcn-^ ral irra:. i 
s paco , Rv 1 a t ed pa ^ t e r p s 
etc . C' 1 Ic ct ive ly ^ i t 
i lex P> ^ ' ' ; ' ha V itu* t I lar^ o ^ 



orj;an izat ion of ^le nind usin^ 
hose infered strtictures that det 
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te^ to the env ironment . F^ ^r f ia 
cho lv.)g i czii 1 ana logues of the phy 5 
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L' organ iza t ion . of the ind usi'^v; 
r'.ations are a series of patterns 
clustti'red together Ilieso c 
:\L t , t he ch i 1 d to per for.' wit b f 1 
ions , rather iHan with y\\\' o'Vj 

in the iiolcu- area i^ L^C'^ .oti 
or ski 1 Is would he \;a Ikln.^ , cr.^ 
elated, these form a t;e :er Uiza: 
,iSLS5i<>;i of individiui] skills ;r 



CLjn<^ t rue t^of 
i nd iv idua 1' ski 1 Is 
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p.. t 'i-c : ws per.'^.it , 
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This paper hat; outlined some of the s imilar it iv> b»T .;'r^- the deve lop/KMita I 
system of Piaget and the systehi of Kcphart.. Piagei ha, .^peruei largely in. the 
theoretical realm developing viable conceptions. He has pr . ^'d.^d us './ith a 
viey o£ the child and his development that, I think, edycati/r. should be con- 
sistent with, Kephart. has worked both in the applied real i;.^ent in^s 
conceptions, and in the -theoretical realm, evolvipr; aone v'-l'^-^" ^^^^^-^ pov'erf\i] 
conceptions; For children we call learning disabK'.i, Kephc-rt ' s conceptions 
leqd more clearly to ed\icntionnl programs and spe^ i f i c' i st ru. l ion than Pla^',et ' 
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